Previous studies of brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater, have shown that social learning and cultural transmission can influence courtship and mating patterns. These earlier studies did not test whether cultural background influenced mate choice in females and therefore whether culture could potentially play a role in sexual selection in this species, as has been suggested by recent theory. Here, we tested whether culture influences female mate choice in brown-headed cowbirds. Female cowbirds from a South Dakota population were housed with adult cowbirds from the same South Dakota population or with adult cowbirds from a behaviourally distinct population from Indiana. We tested the mating preferences of females of the South Dakota culture and females of the Indiana culture in sequential mate-choice trials with males, controlling for intrasexual interactions. The males were South Dakota cowbirds that had also been housed either in the South Dakota culture or in the Indiana culture. Females showed mating preferences for males from their own culture. These results suggest that mate choice in female cowbirds can be influenced by cultural background. We briefly discuss the effect that culture may have on sexual selection and on the evolution of female mating preferences.
Previous studies of brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater, have shown that social learning and cultural transmission can influence courtship and mating patterns. These earlier studies did not test whether cultural background influenced mate choice in females and therefore whether culture could potentially play a role in sexual selection in this species, as has been suggested by recent theory. Here, we tested whether culture influences female mate choice in brown-headed cowbirds. Female cowbirds from a South Dakota population were housed with adult cowbirds from the same South Dakota population or with adult cowbirds from a behaviourally distinct population from Indiana. We tested the mating preferences of females of the South Dakota culture and females of the Indiana culture in sequential mate-choice trials with males, controlling for intrasexual interactions. The males were South Dakota cowbirds that had also been housed either in the South Dakota culture or in the Indiana culture. Females showed mating preferences for males from their own culture. These results suggest that mate choice in female cowbirds can be influenced by cultural background. We briefly discuss the effect that culture may have on sexual selection and on the evolution of female mating preferences.
© 1999 The Association for the Study of Animal Behaviour
This study tested the hypothesis that culture influences the mating preferences of female brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater. Here we define culture as a system of functional behaviour that is socially learned and transmitted across generations (see Cavalli-Sforza & Feldman 1981; Boyd & Richerson 1985) . We use culture broadly to describe behavioural traditions in nonhuman animals and not as a process homologous to human culture (see Galef 1992). The potential for culture and social learning to shape female mating preferences, and thus to influence sexual selection, may be under-appreciated. Numerous hypotheses have been proposed to explain females' preferences for phenotypes of males, including the genetic coupling of phenotype and preference through the process of Fisherian sexual selection (Fisher 1958), preexisting biases (Burley et al. 1982; Basolo 1990) , selection for phenotypic indicators of good genes (Hamilton & Zuk 1982) , and selection directly on female preference for characters that confer fitness benefits from males (Kirkpatrick & Ryan 1991; Kirkpatrick 1996) . However, none of these hypotheses explicitly addresses the roles of experiential factors in the ontogeny of mating preferences in individual females and the effect of developmental processes on sexual selection.
Traditionally, the mating preferences of females have been thought to be largely closed to the influences of learning or other environmental factors (Fisher 1958; O'Donald 1980) . Recent theoretical and empirical studies indicate, however, that mating preferences of females can be influenced by experience (Payne 1973; Real 1990; Dugatkin 1992; Dugatkin & Godin 1992; Payne et al. 1992; Pruett-Jones 1992; Rosenqvist & Houde 1997; Galef & White 1998) . Furthermore, recent models suggest that learned preferences in female animals, acquired through sexual imprinting or cultural transmission, may affect the evolutionary dynamics of populations. Some models suggest that learned preferences in females will tend to reduce the probability of novel traits evolving in males (Kirkpatrick & Dugatkin 1994; Laland 1994a) . Because learned preferences will result in homogeneous behavioural repertoires, social transmission of mating preferences will promote consistent selection pressures within populations. Furthermore, with any regular dispersal or migration between populations, the cultural transmission of mating preferences will facilitate gene flow between
